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The importance of writing both in and out of school cannot be overestimated. Aca-
demic writing is an essential part of the K-12 curriculum—students write to demon.strate,
support, and deepen their knowledge and understanding of themselves, their relationships,
and their world (Bangert-Drowns, Hurley, & Wilkinson, 2004; Graham, 2006; Graham &
Perin, 2007; Keys, 2000; Sperling & Freedman, 2001). As students move into work set-
tings, writing skills are necessary to gain employment and receive promotions (National
Commission on Writing, 2004). In the community, teens and adults use email and other
electronic writing for communication, daily social interaction, self-exploration and expres-
sion, and reflection on current events (National Commission on Writing, 2(X)8).
Despite the importance of writing, data from the National Assessment of Educa-
tional Progress (NAEP) indicate that many students in the United States struggle as writ-
ers. In 2(K)7, only 33% of the nation's eighth graders and 24% of the nation's 12th graders
scored at or above grade-level proficiency in writing, while in 2002, 28% of fourth graders
scored at or above proficiency (Persky, Daane, & Jin, 2003; Salahu-Din, Persky, & Miller,
2008). In 2(X)7, students with disabilities demonstrated even greater difficulty with writ-
ing, as less than 7% of eighth graders and less than 5% of 12th graders with LD received
scores of proficient or above.
One reason students may have difficulty acquiring and developing gotxl writing abil-
ities is that writing is a complex task requiring the coordination of different skills,
processes, and types of knowledge. The complexity of writing means that struggling writ-
ers may exhibit difficulties with the process or products of writing or both (De La Paz,
Swanson, & Graham, 1998; Graham & Harris, 1996, 2000; Harris & Graham, 1999; Zim-
merman & Reisemberg, 1997). Students may have problems in multiple areas of writing
or have trouble with only a few areas of writing (Juel, 1988; Whittaker, Berninger, John-
ston, & Swanson, 1994). Different student profiles require dilferent approaches to inter-
vention; good assessment practices identify specific areas of concern for each student.
While all students benefit from good instructional decisions based on assessment, students
who exhibit writing difficulties have special needs that require targeted intervention. A
teacher who fully understands a student's specific strengths and needs can design a better
instructional program for students using a multitude of assessment tools.
Dr. Olinghoiisc is an assislani professor in the Departnienl of Fdiicational Psychology at the University of
Connecticut. Dr. Santangelo is an associate professor in the Department ot Education at Arcadia University.
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This article is designed to support teachers in becoming
more proficient in writing assessment. First, we discuss the
different purposes that guide the assessment process. We
then describe the range of skills involved in writing, as well
as common difficulties students may have in these areas.
The main body of the paper details specific writing assess-
ment methods and tools for a range of writing skills.
WHAT IS ASSESSMENT?
The terms assessment and testing are often used inter-
changeability, causing teachers to use abbreviated or inef-
fective assessment procedures. Assessment is defined as a
"process of collecting data for the purpose of making deci-
sions about students or schools" (Salvia, Ysseldyke, & Bolt,
2010, p. 4). It is important to pay attention to a few key
terms in this definition. First, assessment is a process—it is
not a one-time or one-test activity. Second, the assessment
process begins with a need for more information to make a
decision about a student or group of students. School per-
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sonnel make decisions about problems: Is there a problem?
What is the specific problem? How do we solve the prob-
lem? Third, the purpose of the decision guides the whole
assessment process, including the collection of data. Data
are most meaningful and useful when they come from a
variety of sources rather than just one source. Data can come
from a multitude of tools (what is used to collect data) and
methods (how the tool is administered and scored), includ-
ing tests, observations, judgments, and recollections.
Purposes for Writing Assessment
While educators can choose from an array of writing
assessment tools and methods, the purpose of assessment
should guide the assessment process. In short, there is no
"one size fits all" writing assessment. The best writing eval-
uation is aligned with the purpose of assessment.
Screening
The purpose of screening is to quickly identify students
who are at risk for or are currently experiencing difficulties
in a specific academic area. General outcome measures are
usually used during screening, which broadly measure the
academic area in question. Screening assessments are typi-
cally administered three to four times a year and are quick
and easy to administer and score. This schedule helps teach-
ers identify students who may be experiencing difficulties at
the beginning of the year and then identify students who are
not developing as expected throughout the school year. Stu-
dents who are performing below expectations may need
more frequent monitoring or require additional assessment
to gain a better understanding of their needs.
Instructional Planning and Modification
Teachers frequently use assessment data to help plan and
modify instruction. An assessment plan can tell teachers
what needs to be taught, how it can best be taught, and what
kind of expectations are realistic for a student or group ol
students. The data required for this kind of decision making
must provide a more in-depth profile of a student's skills and
needs. Accordingly, this kind of assessment takes longer to
administer and score and often addresses multiple aspects of
writing. Results can be used to indicate specific areas to tar-
get for instruction, group students with similar instruclional
needs, or place students in specific remedial instruction.
Summative assessment occurs at the end of a course or
instructional unit. Summative assessment measures whether
a student has mastered the outcomes of the instruction.
While prevalent in schools, these can be least valuable in
terms of instructional planning and modification if teachers
do not use this information to guide future instruction, set
new instruction goals, or provide feedback to the student in
a way that can be acted upon.
3Progress Monitoring
Several kinds of progress monitoring can determine
whether a sttidcnt i.s demonstrating expected progress. State-
level assessments monitor progress toward mastery of state
standards. Other assessment is used to monitor progress
toward a student's IEP goals. Teachers may also conduct
short and frequent assessments to monitor progress in a spe-
cific curriculum or for specific learning objectives. Forma-
tive as.sessment, a term frequently used in schools, is a form
of progress monitoring that uses (he results from the assess-
ment to adjust instruction.
The purpose for monitoring progress dictates the writing
task and the scoring method. Teachers do not have the
responsibility to develop a state-level writing assessment;
however, they can develop and use assessments to monitor
progress toward IEP goals or to see whether students are
making progress in a specific curriculum. Often, these
assessments are short and include multiple forms that can be
administered frequently. The assessments also need to detect
small changes in students' writing ability. If used correctly,
they help the educator make changes to an instructional pro-
gram more quickly.
Eligibility
Assessment data are used to make decisions about eligi-
bility for special education services. In order to qualify for
special education services, a student must meet eligibility
criteria for a specific disability (which often vary from state
to state) and have specific learning needs. A variety of
assessment tools and methods are used to detennine a stu-
dent's specific learning needs. In writing, a teain often will
include norm-referenced tests along with writing samples
from the classroom. When making eligibility decisions, it is
important to assess multiple aspects of writing to gain an in-
depth picture of a student's writing abilities.
WRITING PRODUCTS AND PROCESS
Given the complexity of writing, teachers may feel over-
whelmed thinking about how to assess and remediate writ-
ing difficulties. Indeed, both products and process are
important to developing writing abilities. Given space limi-
tations and the availability of research-based writing assess-
ment information, we have chosen to focus on the products
of writing, while acknowledging that process and other
areas also are important to assess and teach.
In this article, we use a levels of language approach to
thinking about writing assessment. Writing, along with the
other related language abilities (reading, speaking, and lis-
tening), is acquired and developed across multiple levels of
language. In writing, a simple way of categorizing these lev-
els of language is thinking about how students develop skills
at the letter, word, sentence, and text level. One might be
tempted to think about this development in a linear fash-
ion—for example, expecting students to master letter skills
before sentence skills—but many of these can and should be
developed simultaneously. Using this framework, we more
fully describe each of these levels of language below.
Letter and Word Level
Handwriting, spelling, and vocabulary are important
skills to develop in both younger and older writers. The goal
of handwriting and spelling instruction is to develop fluency
and automaticity; however, some struggling writers may
have difficulty with these skills throughout school. The
selection of vocabulary while writing plays an important
role from beginning writing until adulthood.
Handwriting
Young children begin writing development by playing
with scribbling and drawing. As they approach kindergarten,
most children begin to form individual letters. This act,
commonly known as handwriting, is an important ingredient
in writing development. While handwriting legibility is
important (if a reader cannot decipher the writing, the tnes-
sage is lost!), it appears that handwriting fluency (auto-
maticity of getting letters down on paper) is more critical. A
student may struggle with letter formation, legibility, or
speed and automaticity. Difficulties with handwriting can
interfere with the writing process, as the demands of letter
formation minimize cognitive resources for more impor-
tant processes such as planning or revising (McCutcheon,
1996). Students who struggle with handwriting may also
avoid and dislike writing, slowing overall writing develop-
ment (Berninger, Mizokawa, & Bragg, 1991).
Unfortunately, handwriting is often overlooked in schools.
In a recent national survey, teachers reported that 2?>% of
their students experienced handwriting difficulties (Graham
et al., 2008). Students with LD have even greater difficulties
with handwriting accuracy and legibility (Graham & Wein-
traub, 1996; Weintraub & Graham, 1998). Composing using
a keyboard rather than by pencil or pen does not necessarily
solve handwriting problems. In particular, students through
sixth grade write more words, more ideas, and higher qual-
ity compositions when handwriting than when keyboarding
(e.g., Connelly. Gee, & Walsh, 2(X)7; Hayes & Berninger,
2010). It should be noted that students of any age with poor
keyboarding skills will likely have similar difficulties when
composing on a keyboard.
Spelling
Spelling development requires an understanding of sound-
symbol correspondence and sp)elling conventions and pat-
terns as well as a memory for regularly and irregularly
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spelled words. Many struggling writers are also struggling
spellers (e.g., Graham & Weintraub, 1996; Juel, 1988). As
with handwriting difficulties, a student who is a poor speller
may minimize the writing process or avoid writing alto-
gether. Having to attend to the spelling of individual words
can cause the writer to forget the ideas or plans for the com-
position (Graham, 1990; McCutchen, 1996). Students may
choose to include only words they know how to spell, result-
ing in vocabulary that is simple or imprecise. In addition,
poor spelling can cause a reader to react negatively to a
composition (Chase, 1986).
Vocabulary
The selection of vocabulary is an important part of the
writing process. The best word choice accurately conveys a
writer's intention and consideration of the purpose, genre,
and audience of the writing. Many different vocabulary
measures have been shown to be related to overall writing
quality (e.g., Deno, Marston, & Mirkin, 1982; Olinghouse &
Leaird, 2009). These include vocabulary diversity (the num-
ber of different words used in the composition), vocabulary
maturity (more unique or complex words), or word size
(longer words). While it is not clear what kind of words is
most important to writing quality, it is clear that vocabulary
matters.
Research has shown that students with disabilities can
have difficulties with vocabulary in written composition
(e.g., Dockrell, Lindsay, Connelly, & Mackie, 2007; Houck
& Billingsley, 1989; Scott & Windsor, 2000). Students who
struggle with writing may use a less rich and simpler vocab-
ulary in their writing. They may use the same word several
times, rather than varying their word choice. A written com-
position may contain words below the writer's grade level,
resulting in a paper that lacks precision of ideas and eontent.
Sentence Level
A variety of skills and knowledge are required at the sen-
tence level. Students first need to understand the basic con-
ventions of a sentence. Young writers, relying on their oral
language, will often write long, run-on sentences. As stu-
dents move into first and second grade, they are expected to
understand the concept of a written sentence, along with
simple capitalization and punctuation rules. These rules
become more complex quickly. For example, later elemen-
tary students are expected to properly capitalize and punc-
tuate dialogue. In addition to these writing conventions,
students must understand the grammatical or syntactic struc-
ture of a sentence. This includes correct word order, sub-
ject-verb agreement, the use of clauses and phrases, and
parallelism, among others. Older students need to assess the
suitability of their sentences within the context of the larger
text and as appropriate to the purpose, genre, and audience.
This includes writing with varied sentence lengths or sen-
tence structures.
Struggling writers may have difficulty with basic sen-
tence mechanics, including run-on sentences, or improper or
missing capitalization or punctuation (Houck & Billingsley,
1989; Newcomer & Barenbaum, 1991). Their sentences
may have several grammatical errors, such as incorrect use
of verb tenses or articles (Mackie & Dockrell, 2004; Scott &
Windsor, 2000). Students' writing also may contain only
simple or repetitive sentence structures.
Text Level
Once students are able to write connected sentences, they
are expected to put these sentences together into one para-
graph and multiparagraph text. This requires attention to
multiple aspects of writing. At the paragraph level, students
must understand the conventions of indenting and margins.
They also need to construct a paragraph that has a logical
organizational structure. This structure is not consistent
across genres, and so students learn about different kinds of
paragraphs and paragraph structures (e.g., compare/contrast,
descriptive, sequence). The concepts of thesis .sentences,
main ideas, and details become itnportant. One paragraph
soon expands into multiparagraph text, where organization
occurs both within and across paragraphs. Transitions
become necessary between paragraphs and sections.
Given the complexity of writing at this level, a student
may struggle with any or all of these aspects. Some strug-
gling writers lack any understanding of a paragraph and
write one long paragraph for every composition. When there
are paragraphs, they may contain multiple main ideas rather
than focus on one main idea at a time. A student experienc-
ing difficulty with writing may have a composition that
lacks organization and coherence—instead jumping from
topic to topic within the same paragraph. The struggling
writer may be unable to change the structure of the para-
graphs and larger text depending on the expected genre. For
example, a student may turn every composition into a story,
even when asked to write in another genre.
Process
Although we do not extensively discuss assessment of
the writing process in this article, it is important to under-
stand that many written products are composed using a writ-
ing process. The writing process consists of engagement in
a recursive process of planning, drafting, revising, and edit-
ing. This process is dictated by the writing task itself: Sotne
tasks do not require a writing process (e.g., making a gro-
cery list), while others require substantial engagement in the
writing process (e.g., writing a research paper). In each
component of the writing process, the writer must have
strategies for carrying out the process. The writer can use
one or more of the multiple methods of planning before
writing—outlining, graphic organizers, or brainstorming,
among others—depending on the purpose of the planning
and the type of writing task.
The writing process appears to be substantially limited or
nonexistent in young and struggling writers (e.g, Englert,
Raphael, Fear, & Anderson, 1988; Graham & Harris, 1997).
For example, a student may neglect any planning and
instead just start drafting. This lack of idea development and
organization before writing often leads to disorganized com-
positions that jump from idea to idea. Revision also appears
to be quite difficult for many writers. Struggling writers
rarely make substantial revisions, such as clarifying ideas or
reorganizing text; instead, they focus on surface level
changes that correct spelling errors or illegible handwriting
(Graham, 1990; Graham & Harris, 1997; Graham, Harris,
MacArthur, & Schwartz, 1991)
The research on validated methods for assessing the writ-
ing process is limited. For interested readers, please see the
section on portfolio assessment as one method for under-
standing the writing process of struggling writers.
ASSESSING WRITING SKILLS AT
ALL LEVELS OF LANGUAGE
When assessing writing skills, teachers may be con-
cerned with only one area of writing or several aspects of
writing. In this .section, we describe several methods and
tools for assessing writing at different levels of language.
Text
Text level writing is the most challenging for any writer. At
ilic paragraph level and beyond, writers must attend to multi-
ple aspects of writing in order to develop a high quality com-
position. Teachers can assess students' paragraph and multi-
paragraph writing using already constructed quality rubrics
or by developing rubrics to assess spécifie areas of interest.
Quality
Overall assessments of writing quality are used for mul-
tiple assessment purposes. Typically, quality judgments use
rubrics to assign a score. Holistic, analytic, or primary-trait
I tibrics are three commonly u.sed types of rubrics.
Holistic. Holistic scoring reflects a rater's overall impres-
sion of the writing compared to other writing samples in the
group (e.g., considering the aptness of vocabulary, grammar,
sentence structure, organization, and content with no factor
given undue weight). Holistic scoring can be norm refer-
enced—a score that ranks students within a particular
group—or criterion referenced—a score representing prede-
termined characteristics of writing quality.
Holistic scoring is the most economical and quickest
method of scoring direct writing assignments. It is most use-
ful to provide an overall ranking of students in a classroom
or school, which is why it is often used in large-scale writ-
ing assessments. A school could also use holistic scoring for
screening purposes. Students falling below a particular
score could be targeted to gather more information about
their writing abilities.
Unfortunately, holistic scoring does not provide instruc-
tional or intervention guidance for specific areas of concern
because only one score is given to represent multiple aspects
of writing. Students receiving the same score may have very
different writing abilities and, therefore, would require dif-
ferent writing interventions. Holistic scoring also does not
work well for progress monitoring purposes. The scales usu-
ally represent a significant amount of change from one score
to the next, meaning that the scale would not be sensitive to
small changes in writing ability.
NAEP provides an example of purpose-specific holistic
writing rubrics. Separate rubrics can be found for writing to
persuade, writing to explain, and writing to convey experi-
ences, real or imagined. Each rubric includes specific crite-
ria for scoring compositions on a scale of 1 (low) to 6 (high).
Raters attend to text structure, idea development, sentence
structure, and mechanics. More information can be lbund on
the NAEP website: http://nces.ed.gov/nationsreportcard/.
Analytic. In contrast to holistic rubrics, analytic rubrics
separately evaluate specific areas of writing to aid instruc-
tional decision making. Analytic scales are criterion refer-
enced and assign separate scores in predetermined areas of
good writing, such as organization, conventions, or word
choice. Analytic scales take longer to score, but they may pro-
vide more information that can be helpful to guide instruc-
tion. The same rubric is useful across most writing genres.
Analytic rubrics are used frequently in schools and in
large-scale writing assessments. One specific analytic
rubric, 6 Trait® Writing Scoring Gttide (Northwest Regional
Education Laboratory, 2(X)4), has been used extensively in
elementary and secondary schools as both an assessment
and instructional method. Teachers are cautioned about the
use of 6 Traits for these purposes. First, there is little empir-
ical evidence supporting the use of 6 Traits as an instruc-
tional method. Second, some studies have found that Ihe
traits do not represent distinct writing skills (e.g., Gansle,
Vanderheyden, Noell, Resetar, & Williams, 2006), indicat-
ing that the scores operate more as holistic measures. This
happens when scores on one scale are related to scores on
another scale. For example, using the 6 Traits rubric, it
would be difficult for a student to score high on Organiza-
tion and low on Ideas, beeause good organization requires
the development of ideas in writing.
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When well-designed analytic rubrics are linked with the
goals for instruction, they can provide information about the
relative strengths and needs of individual students. The use
of a few scales (e.g, Content/Organization and Language
Use) rather than several allows for faster scoring and may
provide more useful information. Teachers can decide which
writing abilities to score based on the goals of instruction.
As with holistic rubrics, most analytic rubrics are not sensi-
tive enough to be used for progress monitoring purposes.
Primary Trait. Similar to analytic scales, primary-trait
scales also are criterion referenced. They differ from ana-
lytic scales in that the scoring guide is developed based on
the specific purpose of each writing assignment. Accord-
ingly, each genre of writing or instructional goal would
require a different primary trait rubric or scale. Primary trait
rubrics can be developed to score any part of a written com-
position. As with analytic scoring, they are most useful
when they are linked to instructional goals. They can be
used to assess the primary goal of the writing assignment
(i.e., coherence of an argument) or to refiect genre-specific
requirements (i.e., plot or character development). Primary-
trait scales can be useful in evaluating specific parts of a stu-
dent's writing and may be sensitive to smaller changes in a
student's writing that come from instruction.
As an example, researchers have developed primary trait
rubrics based on Stein and Glenn's (1979) story grammar
components (e.g., Troia, Lin, Monroe, & Cohen, 2009).
These components address the setting (characters, locale,
time) and plot elements (initiating event, internal response,
goal, attempt, consequence) typically found in stories.
Depending on a student's grade, a teacher could look for the
presence or absence of these elements or rate each element
on a scale of 0 (absent), 1 (present, but not well developed),
or 2 (present and well developed).
Paragraph
There are few developed methods for rating and measur-
ing a student's ability to construct paragraphs. Depending on
a student's needs and goals, teachers may be concerned with
paragraph conventions or paragraph development. Para-
graph conventions include aspects such as indenting or skip-
ping a line to indicate paragraph divisions and the proper
use of margins, depending on the kind of text written. Para-
graph development addresses the overall structure of the
paragraph. Paragraph structures vary widely depending on
the expected genre, but the inclusion of topic sentences,
main ideas, and details is consistent across many paragraph
structures. Other important aspects of structure include the
placement of a topic sentence, the ordering of sentences,
transitions between sentences, and the use of varied sen-
tences lengths.
Paragraph checklists or rubrics can help both teachers and
students focus on writing at the paragraph level. Students
who are not proficient in paragraph writing will struggle
with multiparagraph writing. This is because paragraphs are
like mini-compositions: They require understanding of con-
ventions, organization, sequencing, transitions, and variety.
Despite the lack of developed paragraph scoring meth-
ods, teachers can use their state's English Language Arts
standards to help them identify grade-appropriate paragraph
conventions and development. It is often necessary to
review the previous grade's standards, as most states assume
that subsequent grades will continue to develop these skills.
From the standards, teachers can develop a checklist or
rubric to score paragraphs. A checklist usually indicates the
presence or absence of an element (e.g., yes/no, always/
sometimes/never) and works well for younger students. A
rubric evaluates the quality of the eletnent (e.g., high/aver-
age/low). The scoring guide can be tailored for single para-
graphs or text containing multiple paragraphs. The scoring
guide can also be developed for different genres of writing
or for a specific genre of writing, as needed.
For example, one state's standards indicates that by grade
3 students should be able to write a infortnational paragtaph
that is indented, has a variety of sentence structures, and
contains a topic sentence and three supporting details. From
these standards, a teacher could construct a checklist like the
one shown in Figure 1.
Using this checklist, a teacher could easily a.s.sess
whether a student understands indenting, uses different sen-
tence structures, maintains a consistent topic, and includes a
topic sentences and related details. Calculating the accuracy
and number of different kinds of sentence structures may be
useful to identify a student's sentence patterns. A student
may use several correctly written simple sentences bul
include only one complex sentence or a number of complex
sentences that are incorrectly written.
This type of scoring works best for purposes of instruc-
tional planning and modification and progress monitoring.
From this evaluation, a teacher can identify the primary
needs for instruction. A student who writes a paragraph with
no topic sentence or focus requires different instruction than
a student who includes a topic sentence but does not know
how to support it with details. In addition, the scoring guide
can be used for progress inonitoring purposes. A teacher
could provide instruction and periodically evaluate a stu-
dent's paragraph writing during instruction to ensute that the
student is making adequate progress toward the state stan-
dards or IEP goals. The scoring guide and the student's writ-
ing could also be included as part of a writing portfolio.
One limitation to developing a paragraph checklist or
rubric is time. A teacher will need time (o develop the scor-
ing guide and to use it with each student's writing. Another
Element
Is the paragraph indented?
Is there a sinnple sentence?
Number of simple sentences
Number of correct simple sentences
Is there a compound sentence?
Number of compound sentences
Number of correct compound sentences
Is the paragraph all on one topic?
Is there a topic sentence?
1. Is there a detail?
Does it relate to the topic sentence?
2. Is there a detail?
Does it relate to the topic sentence?
3. Is there a detail?
Does it relate to the topic sentence?
D yes D no
D yes D no
D yes n no
D yes D no
D yes D no
D yes D no
D yes D no
D yes D no
D yes D no
D yes D no
D yes n no
FIGURE 1.
Paragraph Assessment Rubric for Grade 3 Students.
limitation is a lack of guidance from state standards on para-
graph writing. Many writing .standards are too vague to fully
guide a teacher in instruction and as.sessment. As an exam-
ple, the Common Core Standards for English Language
Arts, national standards that have been adopted by a number
of states at this time, provide very little information about
paragraph writing for K-12 students.
Sentence
A student's sentence-level skills can be assessed either
informally or formally. With informal methods, specific
.sentence-level criteria are identified and evaluated through
observation and analysis of writing samples to learn more
about the targeted areas (e.g., variety of sentence styles).
l-Ormal assessment most commonly involves writing CBM
(W-CBM). which will be discussed later in this paper. W-
CBM provides teachers with an indicator of a student's
general writing proficiency (Benson & Campbell, 2(X)9)
but also can be used to assess a student's sentence writing
skills.
Informal Assessment
Unfortunately, the research offers scant guidance regard-
ing effective ways to informally assess sentence-level
knowledge and skills. Although informal procedures can
provide teachers with useful information about a targeted
area of interest (e.g., syntactical development), the lack of
scientifically validated standardized procedures is a threat
to the reliability and validity of the data (e.g.. Benson &
Campbell, 2009). However, the recommendations offered
by Gregg and Mather (2002) and Miller (2(K)9) provide
practical suggestions that could be applied to a student's
existing writing products (i.e., those produced in the con-
text of daily classroom activities and assignments) or to
FOCUS ON EXCEPTIONAL CHILDREN DECEMBER 2010
writing samples gathered through tasks designed specifi-
cally for sentence-level assessment. The data gained from
this form of informal assessment would be most useful for
the purposes of instructional planning and modification and
for progress monitoring.
Miller (2009) recommended targeting three specific sen-
tence-level variables; together they are termed writing flu-
ency. They include the following:
1. Word fluency—count the total number of words a
student wrote in a particular writing sample and
divide by the number of sentences in the piece. Stu-
dent goal: increase the number of words in each sen-
tence for more sophistieated sentences.
2. Variety of sentence styles—count the number of sen-
tence fragments, simple sentences, compound sen-
tences, complex sentences, and compound-complex
sentences. Student goal: reduce the use of sentence
fragments and simple sentences while concomitantly
increasing the use of compound, complex, and com-
pound-complex sentences
3. Sentence complexity—count the number of declara-
tive, imperative, interrogative, and exclamatory sen-
tences. Student goal: "increase the student's use of a
healthy mix of different sentence types in each piece
of writing" (p. 184).
Readers interested in learning more about using this form of
informal sentence-level assessment alone or in combination
with other informal assessment procedures are encouraged
to see Miller's descriptions and case study.
Gregg and Mather (2002) offered another option for
informally assessing a student's sentence-level knowledge
and skills, with specific focus being given to (a) punctua-
tion and capitalization and (b) syntax. Related to punctu-
ation and capitalization, Gregg and Mather emphasized
that awareness and application of these features is a devel-
opmental process that should be guided by analysis of
errors, similar to that which is used with spelling. Four
recommended questions guide this process and identify
salient patterns that should be targeted through instruction
(p. 22):
1. Does the student end sentences with correct punctu-
ation?
2. Does the student use internal punctuation correctly?
3. Does the student use capital letters correctly?
4. Does the student indent paragraphs correctly?
Gregg and Mather (2002) recommended a similar error
analysis process to assess a student's knowledge and use of
syntactic .structure. A recommended first step is to com-
pare a student's oral and written syntax. This can be done
by examining whether he or she does the following when
orally retelling text and when writing (pp. 21-22):
• Does the student use correct prefixes and word end-
ings?
• Does the student maintain verb tense?
• Does the student use pronouns correctly?
• Does the student maintain subject-verb agreement?
• Does the student u.se complete sentences?
• Does the student use sentences with varied lengths?
• Does the student use sentences with varied structures?
LetterAVord
Teachers may be distracted by handwriting, spelling, or
word selection difficulties when evaluating a student's writ-
ing abilities. While each is important to overall writing
development, it is equally important to consider sentence-,
paragraph-, and text-level skills. Accordingly, it is helpful
for teachers to proactively plan when and how to assess let-
ter and word abilities, thereby ensuring an appropriate
amount of attention to these skills within the broader writing
continuum.
Spelling
A relatively large body of research and literature relates
to assessment of spelling. Among the guiding principles that
have emerged from this work are that ( 1 ) spelling is a com-
plex, language-based skill that requires the integration and
application of several linguistic knowledge sources, such as
phonology, orthography, semantics, and morphology (Ehri.
2000; Templeton, Bear, & Madura, 2007); (2) all students'
spelling development follows a relatively predictable
sequence (Gregg & Mather, 2002; Moats, 1995; Trieman.
1997); and (3) students' correct and incorrect spellings can
be used to diagnose their level of spelling development, tai-
lor instruction, and monitor progress (Apel, Masterson, &
Niessen, 2004; Bear, Ivernizzi, Templeton, & Johnston,
2008; Berninger & Amtmann, 2003). Within that context,
we next highlight recommendations for collecting and ana-
lyzing data using word inventories and writing samples.
Curriculum-based measurement in spelling (S-CBM), an
excellent tool for screening and progress monitoring, is dis-
cussed later in the article.
Word inventories. A cornerstone for effective assessment
of spelling is collecting an adequate sample of a student's
spellings, such that the full domain of spelling patterns
within the English language is represented (Apel et al.,
2004; Templeton et al., 2007). Selecting and administering a
dictated word inventory that has been systematically created
and validated based on developmental spelling theory is an
excellent way to begin this process (Masterson & Apel,
92(XK)). Word inventories are commonly used for the pur-
poses of screening, instructional planning and modification,
and progress monitoring. Two examples of comprehensive,
research-based inventories are those created by Bear et al.
(2(X)8) and Masterson, Apel, and Wasowicz (2006).
Inventories based on the stage theory of spelling devel-
opment. Bear et al. (2(X)8) offered three word inventories
that, together, are appropriate for students in kindergarten
through 12th grade: the Primary Spelling Inventory (for
grades K-3). the Elementary Spelling Inventory (for grades
1-6), and the Upper Level Spelling Inventory (for grades
5-12). These inventories are designed to assess student's
knowledge of the spelling features that characterize a theo-
retical model of spelling development that includes five
stages: Emergent. Letter Name. Within Word. Syllables &
Affixes, and Derivational. Each inventory contains approxi-
mately 25 words, requires approximately 20-30 minutes to
adtninister and can be given individually or to a group of
students.
The basic steps a teacher would use to administer a Bear
et al. (2008) inventory are (I) select an appropriate inven-
tory based on the student's grade and spelling achievement
level, (2) administer the inventory by pronouncing each
word and (if necessary) using it in a sentence, and (3) score
and analyze the results with a feature guide to determine
what stage best describes a student's current spelling perfor-
mance. This third step, which involves carefully examining
a student's correct and incorrect spellings, is very important.
Scoring the inventories is more than marking words right or
vk-rong. Instead, each word has a number of orthographic
"features" that are scored separately. For example a student
who spells when as wen knows the correct short vowel and
consonant and get points for knowing those features even
through the spelling is not corœct. This analysis provides
qualitative information regarding what students know atwut
specific spelling fcalures and what they are ready to study
next. (Bear et al., p. 3.^ )
Bear et al. (2008) provided several templates to help
teachers organize the data from the spelling inventories and
used it to effectively itnplement the word study curriculum.
Words Their Way. Readers interested in learning more about
the stage-based inventories developed by Bear et al. as well
as the error analysis procedures that use the feature guides
are encouraged to see Bear et al. (2008). Ivernizzi and Hayes
(2(X)4), and Templeton et al. (2007).
Inventories based on tbe repertoire tbeory of spelling
development. Whereas the Bear et al. (2008) spelling inven-
tories are based on a stage theory of spelling development,
the Spelling Pertbnnance Evaluation for Language and Lit-
eracy (SPELL-2; Masterson et al., 2006) includes word
inventories that are based on a repertoire theory of spelling.
This theoretical framework suggests students use tnultiple
strategies and a variety of linguistic knowledge sources
throughout the process of learning to spell; what varies is
the degree to which each factor is used at various points in
development (Apcl & Masterson. 2(K)1; Apel et al.. 2004).
SPELL-2 is designed for students in second grade or older
and is administered individually via a multimedia CD-ROM
computer program. Assessment begins with a student
spelling 40 words included in the Selector Module. His or
her performance on this initial corpus of words is used to
determine which of four Main Test Modules is most appro-
priate. Depending on the Main Test Module administered,
students spell 82-184 additional words that represent 29-65
orthographic patterns (Apel et al.. 2(X)4). Based on the stu-
dent's performance, the SPELL system also selects and
administers other testing modules to provide relevant sup-
plemental data (e.g., phoneme segtnentation, motphological
awareness).
After all necessary tests are completed. SPELL-2 care-
fully analyzes how the student spelled each word and deter-
mines what spelling patterns he or she has already mastered
and which ones are the source of frequent errors (Apel &
Masterson, 2001; Kelman & Apel. 2(X>4). This information
is then used to generate a formal report that summarizes the
student's strengths and needs, identifies appropriate learning
objectives, and recommends specific word study lessons in
the corresponding curriculum, SPELL—Unks to Reading and
Writing. Readers interested in learning more about the pre-
scriptive assessment process used with SPELL-2 are encour-
aged to see the descriptions and case studies presented in
Apel et al. (2004) and Masterson and Apel (2(XX). 2010) and
to visit the website http://www/learningbydesign.com.
Other useful inventories. In addition to administering a
comprehensive, theoretically-based word inventory (such as
Bear et al., 2(X)8 and Masterson et al., 2(X)6), many educa-
tors find it beneficial to use supplemental, specialized inven-
tories that target particular content areas or academic skills.
One excellent resource related to writing is the Basic
Spelling VcKabulary List (Graham, Harris, & Loynachan,
1993), which can be downloaded for free at http://www.
readingrockets.org/article/22366. This list consists of 850
high-frequency words that, collectively, account for 80% of
the words students use in their writing. The words also cKCur
frequently in other literacy-related tasks, such as content-
area reading. Therefore, assessing a student's ability to spell
the words on the Basic Spelling Vocabulary List and then
targeting instruction at those that are not yet known will be
highly beneficial. As presented, the words on the list are
organized into recommendations that could be taught iti
grades 1 through 5. Graham et al. noted, however, that the
words could also be grouped in different ways, such as cat-
egorically (e.g., colors) or to illustrate specific spelling pat-
terns, to best meet a student's needs.
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Writing Samples
Although word inventories represent an effective and
efficient strategy to collect a representative sample of
spelling patterns, they have the inherent limitation of being
decontextualized; that is, they do not represent an authentic
composition task where students must attend to the multiple
demands of the composing process (Apel et al., 2004; Apel
& Ma.sterson, 2001; Moats, 1995). Effective assessment of
spelling, therefore, also includes gathering and analyzing
writing samples. This assessment practice is particular ben-
eficial for instructional planning and modification.
Given that spelling accuracy can be influenced by a vari-
ety of task-related factors—such as the writing topic, genre,
motivation to write accurately, available resources, and re-
sponse mode—a robust and representative collection of writ-
ing products that show a student's spelling attempts should
be assembled (Masterson & Apel, 2000; Moats, 1995). This
can be done by including both existing writing samples
(e.g., daily journal entries, a lab report written in science
class, a poem written for the school newspaper) and those
produced specifically for spelling assessment purposes (e.g.,
an opinion essay composed in response to a prompt, a writ-
ten retelling of a story the examiner constructed specifically
to include targeted error patterns) (Apel & Masterson, 2(X)1).
Students' spelling samples gathered in the context of
authentic writing should be systematically analyzed to iden-
tify error patterns that can inform instruction. This can be
done by applying the same framework that was used to ana-
lyze a student's spellings of words from a theoretically
based word inventory. For example, if a first-grade teacher
administered the Bear et al. (2008) Primary Spelling Inven-
tory to a student, the student's writing could be analyzed
using the corresponding Qualitative Spelling Checklist
(available on the CD-ROM packaged with Bear et al.,
2008). This tool includes guiding questions that correspond
to the five stages of spelling development. Using the Letter
Name-Alphabetic stage as an illustration, the teacher would
review the student's spelling samples in each writing prod-
uct and indicate Yes, Often, or No in response to the follow-
ing questions:
• Are beginning consonants included? (b for bed, s for
ship)
• Is there a vowel in each word?
• Are some consonant digraphs and blends spelled cor-
rectly? (ship, when, float)
• Are there logical vowel substitutions with a letter
name strategy? (FLOT forßoal, BAD for bed)
• Are short vowels spelled correctly? (bed, ship, when,
lump)
• Is the m or n included in front of other consonants
{lump, stand)
If a teacher administered the SPELL-2 assessment, he or
she could use an error analysis procedure based on the
repertoire theory of spelling development. Two excellent
examples of how to collect writing samples and analyze
spelling patterns using this approach can be found in the
case studies described in Kelman and Apel (2004) and Apel
and Masterson (2001).
Another recommended framework for coding and ana-
lyzing a student's spelling errors can be found in Berninger
and Amtmann (2003). This model is supported by a sub-
stantial body of experimental research and can be applied to
spelling samples gathered from authentic writing products
or any other source of data (e.g., a student's spellings words
from a dictated list given as part of a norm-referenced lest).
Berninger and Amtmann's scheme focuses on eight com-
mon spelling error patterns: phonological processing,
phonological-orthographic processing, word-specific ortho-
graphic processing, morphological processing, spelling con-
ventions, phonological/orthographic/morphological confu-
sions, prealphabetic principle, and letter production errors
(p. 357). For each, a description of the error pattern, diag-
nostic questions and examples, and intervention reccimmen-
dations are offered.
A student's writing samples also provide an excellent,
authentic resource for assessing his or her ability to recog-
nize correct and incorrect spellings and to self-correct
spelling errors (e.g., Kelman & Apel, 2004). To gather this
kind of data, the teacher can ask the student to (1) review
each of his or her writing products; (2) circle any misspelled
words; and (3) offer an alternative, correct spelling for any
spelling errors that are identified.
Vocabulary
As with some other areas of writing, research has vali-
dated few methods for assessing a student's written vocabu-
lary. Teachers are encouraged to use their state standards to
understand the kind of vocabulary students are expected to
develop throughout K-12 schooling. Four general cate-
gories of vocabulary tend to be prevalent in standards. These
include descriptive words, academic words, domain-specific
words, and figures of speech.
While word choice in writing is an important aspect of
overall writing quality, it is important to understand that the
kind of words a writer uses may depend on the genre or type
of writing. For example, domain-specific words are likely
more prevalent in informational writing than story writing,
while story writing may rely on descriptive, .sensory words.
Therefore, assessing a student's writing vocabulary requires
understanding the kinds of words most important in each
written genre. However, it does appear that using a variety
of different words is important, regardless of the genre
(Olinghouse & Leaird, 2009)
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Once students are able to type their compositions on the
computer, teachers can use an online program called
VocabProfiler (Cobb, n.d.; available at http://www.lextu
tor.ca/vp/eng/) to gain an understanding of the kind of
vocabulary in a student's writing. Using the student's writ-
ing sample, the program provides the percentages of words
that are atiiong the 2,(XK) most frequently used words in
English (Brown Corpus; Francis & Kucera, 1982), on the
Academic Word List (Coxhead, 2000), and off-list words
(which tend to be dotiiain-specific words). Most helpfully,
the student's composition is color coded to show which
words fall in each category. For example, off-list words are
colored red, while acadetnic words are colored yellow. This
allows a teacher to quickly see whether students include tar-
geted domain-specific or academic words in their writing.
As noted earlier, handwriting is a critical skill underlying
a student's writing developtnent and performance as well as
success with other aspects of learning (Graham, Harris, &
Fink, 2000). Effective assessment of handwriting is, there-
fore, tremendously important.
Research spanning several decades documents that the
actual practices used in schools often fall short of this goal.
If students' handwriting skills are assessed—and that is not
always the case—the process is usually infortnal. imprecise,
and based on subjective criteria (Graham, 1986a, 1986b;
Graham et al., 2008; Hammerschmidt & Sudsawad, 2004).
Thctclbre, we next ptovide an overview of how to make
handwriting assessment more systematic and comprehen-
sive (e.g., Graham. 1982. 1986a; Graham & Miller, 1980;
Grahatn & Weintraub, 1996; Gregg & Mather, 2002; Tom-
chek & Schneck, 2006).
Evaluate handwriting legibility using multiple assessment
tasks. Because handwriting legibility can be impacted by
different task demands and conditions, it is recommended
that teachers cotnpile a robust collection of handwriting
samples from each student. This often begins by having a
student complete a series of developmentally appropriate
copying and free-writing as.sessmcnt tasks. For example, the
student could be asked to use his or her best handwriting to:
• reproduce a close mcxiel (e.g., a sentence written at the
top of his or her paper);
• reproduce a distant mtxlel (e.g., a sentence written on
the board in the front of the classroom);
• write pre-determined, targeted text from memory
(e.g., "Please print the letters of the alphabet and the
numbers 0 through 9.") or as it is dictated (e.g.,
"Plea.se print the letter a. Please print the letter b.");
anti
• spontaneously generate text in response to a prompt
(e.g.. My favorite thing to do after school is
because ) or a picture (e.g., "Write at least four
sentences that describe what you think is happening in
this picture").
It is also beneficial to obtain samples of a student's usual,
best, and fastest handwriting to identify whether an how dif-
ferent speed demands impact pcrfortriancc. This can be
achieved through the use of a copying activity. First, the
teacher gives the student the model text to be copied. The
sentence, "The quick brown fox jumps over the lazy dog."
is an excellent choice for this activity because it contains all
the lower case letters in the alphabet yet is simple enough
for most students to learn and spell. Next, the teacher asks
the student to copy the sentence a certain number of times,
"at the speed you usually use when you write." The desig-
nated nutnbcr of tepetitions should ensure the student has
atiiple opportunity to practice the sentence and to write for
at least 2 or 3 minutes. Then, the teacher asks the student to
copy the sentence one time, "as carefully and neatly as you
can." Finally, the teacher asks the student to copy the sen-
tence "as fast and as many times as you can in three min-
utes." In between each of the three copying activities, the
student should be praised for his or her effort and allowed
time to rest, as needed.
Once multiple handwriting samples are obtained, it is
recommended that teachers evaluate each sample for global-
holistic legibility—that is, the overall readability of the text.
Research has shown that scoring for legibility is more reli-
able when it is guided by a predetermined scoring frame-
work, such as a handwriting evaluation scale. The Zaner-
Bloser handwriting curriculum (2010) represents one
example. Each grade-level Teachers' Guide includes a hand-
writing evaluation scale with five grade-appropriate models
that are designated as Excellent, Good, Average, Fair, and
Poor. In addition to evaluating a student's handwriting sam-
ples for global-holistic legibility, teachers can also evaluate
legibility analytically. This is done by examining specific
traits such as letter formation, uniformity and degree of
slant, aligntiient, line quality, spacing between letters and
words, letter size, beginning and ending strokes, and joining
of letters.
Evaluate handwriting fluency. Handwriting fluency is the
rate at which a student can produce letters or words. To
assess fluency, teachers ask students to either copy or free
write text for a predetermined period of time. For example,
a first-grade student might be given 30 seconds to print as
many of the letters of the lowercase alphabet as possible.
Similarly, a fourth-grade student might be asked to copy a
target .sentence as many times as possible within 2 minutes.
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A student's handwriting fluency score is typically calculated
and reported as the number of letters written per minute or
the number of words written per minute. For progress mon-
itoring purposes, a student's fluency score can be graphed
and analyzed over time (e.g., once a month). Normative data
for handwriting fiuency are also available and can be used
to compare a student's rate with grade-level peers. For
example, Graham, Berninger, Weintraub, and Schäfer
(1998) reported the average number of letters written per
minute by students in first through ninth grade, respectively
is 19 (1st), 34 (2nd), 47 (3rd), 63 (4th), 73 (5th), 85 (6th),
100 (7th), 115 (8th), 118 (9th). Teachers interested in using
these normative data are encouraged to see the original Gra-
ham et al. article for additional information and statistics as
well as data related to legibility
Evaluate the handwriting process. A student's handwrit-
ing process refers to the way in which he or she approaches
and executes writing. Among the factors considered to be
most important are posture, writing utensil grip, arm and
hand location, and paper positioning. A simple way to gather
information about a student's handwriting process is to care-
fully observe him or her during the series of handwriting
assessment activities described above.
Gather additional information from other sources. To sup-
plement the data gathered through the assessment activities
described above, teachers are encouraged to seek out other
sources of information related to a student's handwriting
performance and processes. Examples include compiling and
examining samples of written products a student produced
under "typical" conditions (e.g., a story written at home, a
worksheet completed during a science lab); interviewing a
student's parents or former teachers to gain insight about
previous handwriting instruction and other relevant skills
(e.g., fine motor coordination); and consulting with special-
ists, such as occupational and physical therapists.
Another way to gather information about a student's
handwriting is to select and administer a formal standard-
ized handwriting evaluation tool. Examples that are com-
monly used and currently available include Children's
Handwriting Evaluation Scale, Diagnosis and Remediation
of Handwriting Problems, Evaluation Tool of Children's
Handwriting. Minnesota Handwriting Test, and Test of
Handwriting Skills. These instrutncnts are particularly ben-
eficial for diagnostic purposes, as they target multiple
aspects of handwriting and allow a student's handwriting
performance to be quantitatively compared to age and grade
peers. For detailed discussions and reviews, readers are
encouraged to see. for example, Feder and Majnemer
(2003); Graham and Weintraub (1996); Rosenblum. Weiss.
and Parush (2003); and Tomchek and Schneck (2006).
In summary, the handwriting assessment recommenda-
tions offered in this section are best suited for the purposes
of instructional planning and modification and for progress
monitoring. For example, the initial assessment of a stu-
dent's handwriting should involve each of the strategies
described above. This will offer a comprehensive picture of
a student's strengths and needs and. in turn, will help iden-
tify appropriate instruction and interventions. Then, to mon-
itor a student's progress, targeted assessment tasks can be
administered in regular intervals. In other words, if a teacher
discovers thai a student has difficulty with handwriting llu-
ency, the student's progress could be monitored by readmin-
istering the fluency assessment task (e.g., copying a target
sentence for 2 minutes) once a week. These data could be
graphed, analyzed, and used to inform subsequent instruc-
tion. Although there are limitations to the handwriting
assessment plan we outline (e.g., the time required to gather
data), it represents a significant improvement over the pre-
vailing method of assessment—informal, imprecise obser-
vation (Graham, 1986a. 1986b).
Other Assessments of Writing;
Portfolios, Norm-Referenced Tests, and CBM
Several other kinds of writing assessment are available
that fall outside of the "levels of language" categorization.
Portfolio and norm-referenced testing gather information
about multiple areas of writing. W-CBM can be used as a
general outcome measure for progress monitoring or to
identify specific sentence writing and spelling difficulties.
S-CBM, while specific to word spelling, is included in the
CBM section to maintain coherence.
Portfolios
At the most basic level, a portfolio can be defined as a
systematic and purposeful collection of student work that is
intended to document effort, mastery, and/or growth in a
particular subject area over a specified period of time
(Walther-Thomas & Brownell, 2001; Weigle. 2002). Portfo-
lio assessment is the practice of judging that work (Gearhart,
2009). The portfolios have a long history of u.se in creative
fields, such as art and music because they allow individuals
to show the breadth and depth of their accomplishments
(Salvia & Ysseldyke, 2(X)4). Today, portfolios are used in
nearly all academic areas, with students in preschool througli
college, for multiple assessment purposes—including eligi-
bility, instructional planning and modification, progress
monitoring, and accountability (Gearhart, 2009; Salvia &
Ysseldyke, 2004; Tierney et al., 1998; Weigle, 2(X)2).
The use of portfolios with writing saw considerable
expansion during the 198()s and I99()s as a result of multi-
ple inllucnces. such as the philosophical and practical impli-
cations of the whole language movement, a desire for
13
authentic assessment, and a greater understanding of the
developmental process associated with learning to write.
Educators saw portfolio assessment as a learner-centered
approach that offered many advantages not associated with
traditional assessment methods, such as standardized tests
(see Gearhart, 2009, and Salvia & Ysseldyke, 2004, for a
detailed discussion of the history and expanded use of port-
folios). Examples of frequently-cited benefits associated
with portfolio assessment include addressing and adapting
to the individual needs of a wide range of learners; richly
capturing each student's unique pattern of learning and for-
mative progress; facilitating the practical integration of
assessment and instruction; increasing collaboration among
students, teachers, and family members; enhancing stu-
dents' self-retlection and engagement in assessment; and
promoting students' writing voices and identities (Boerum,
2()(X); Gearhart, 2009; Keiffer & Faust, 1996; Salvia &
Ysseldyke, 2004; Tierney et al., 1998; Walther-Thomas &
Brownell. 2001 ; Weigle. 2002).
Unfortunately, very little empirical evidence validates the
benefits and uses of portfolio assessment (Gearhart, 2009;
Salvia & Ysseldyke, 2004). However, based on the available
quasi-experimental research and de.scriptive literature, port-
folio assessment with writing is probably best conceptual-
ized as an informal assessment method that—if used in
combination with other forms of assessment (e.g., standard-
ized tools and CBM)—is most appropriate for the purposes
of eligibility, instructional decision making and modifica-
tion, and progress monitoring (e.g., Gearhart, 2009; Salend,
1998; Tierney et al., 1998; Wesson & King, 1992).
Salend (1998) described a series of six guidelines to help
educators effectively use portfolio assessment in their class-
rooms. Using this generic framework, we next offer practi-
cal recommendations for using portfolios with writing.
Guideline I: Identify the goals of the writing portfolio. An
absolutely essential first step with portfolio assessment in
writing is to decide on the underlying purpose and goals for
using portfolios (Salend, 1998; Salvia & Ysseldyke, 2004;
Tierney et al.. 1998). As Gearhart (2(K)9) explained, "portfo-
lios are flexible ways to support and assess students' writing
progress, but their breadth and versatility can limit their
usefulness il' teachers and students use them for unclear or
competing purposes" (p. 312). Therefore, before even consid-
ering issues such as the writing portfolio content or organiza-
tion, a teacher must rellectively consider questions such as,
"What is it 1 am hoping to gain from using writing portfolios?"
and "How will portfolio assessment align with, comple-
ment, and supplement other writing assessment practices?"
The following two recommendations can serve to guide
the process of determining clear, appropriate goals for writ-
ing portfolio assessment. First, the goals should align with
the general education writing curriculum and content stan-
dards as well as the writing-related needs of each individual
student (Salend, 1998; Walther-Thomas & Brownell, 2001).
For students with disabilities, the latter might include writ-
ten language goals and objectives indicated on the student's
IEP. Second, teachers should create opportunities for stu-
dents to assume an active role in determining the goals of
their personal writing portfolio (Boerum, 2(X)2; Gearhart,
2009; Keifer & Faust, 1996; Tierney et al., 1998; Walther-
Thomas & Brownell, 2001). Involving family members in
the process of setting goals for the writing portfolio can also
be extremely beneficial (e.g., Paratore, Hindin, Krol-Sin-
clair, & Duran, 1999; Salend, 1998).
Guideline 2: Determine the type of writing portfolio to he
used. Once the goals and purposes for using a writing
portfolio are elearly specified, the next step is to determine
what type of portfolio is most appropriate (Gearhart. 2(X)9;
Salend, 1998). Examples of commonly used formats include
the following:
• Working writing portfolio—contains a student's cur-
rent compositions in various stages of progress and
provides a place for the student to easily locate,
review, and revise his or her writing.
• Process writing portfolio—contains writing satnples
and other artifacts to document how a student engages
in the multiple phases of writing (e.g., brainstorming,
outlining, drafting, revising, editing, publishing).
Process portfolios can also target a student's use of
writing strategies and self-regulation skills (such as
those described in Harris, Graham, Mason, & Fried-
lander, 2(X)8). This type of portfolio is an excellent
tnethod for learning more about a student's writing
process.
• Showcase writing portfolio—contains a selection of a
student's best work and is typically used to provide
evidence of a student's overall writing ability, specific
accomplishments, or both. For example, to demon-
strate writing proficiency across genres, the student
might seleet a final draft of a poem, a narrative story,
a persuasive letter, and a report written for social stud-
ies.
• Cumulative writing portfolio—contains writing sam-
ples collected over an extended period of time (e.g., 4
years of high .school) to document growth and accom-
plishments, i
Guideline 3: Establish procedures for organizing the writing
portfolio. Once an appropriate type of writing portfolio is
selected, the next step is to decide how the contents will be
organized and stored (Salend, 1998). Examples of possibili-
ties include using accordion-style file folders, three-ring
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binders, and boxes with dividers. In addition, several tech-
nology and multimedia options facilitate the organization
and storage of writing portfolio materials (see, e.g., Stiggins,
2007). Spending time planning how writing portfolios with
be organized—prior to their actual use—increases the like-
lihood that they will be successful vis-à-vis the established
goals (Salvia & Ysseldyke, 2004).
Guideline 4: Choose a range of authentic products that
relate to the obfectives of the writing portfolio. The con-
tents of a writing portfolio must be selected carefully. The
following suggestions should help guide the selection
process. First, it is essential that each item included in the
writing portfolio addresses the clearly specified goals and
purposes (Salend, 1998). Second, the writing samples
included in the portfolio should be authentic, meaningful
works. That is, they should be created for real people and
real purposes, such as writing a letter to the editor of a news-
paper to express views on a relevant community issue
(Gearhart, 2009; Weigle, 2002). Moreover, it is recom-
mended that a student's portfolio include a wide range of
writing samples that represent multiple genres as well as
varying contexts and levels of support. The advantage of
this approach is that it offers a richer and deeper representa-
tion of the broader domain of writing. However, it has also
been noted that increased diversity in the contents of a port-
folio likely compromises a teacher's ability to make reliable
judgments about a student's progress over time and to make
comparisons between students. As Salvia & Yseeldyke
(2004) explained:
It is very difficult for a teacher to judge student progress in
writing from diverse products such as a poem, observations
from a science walk, a letter, and a story; it is similarly dif-
ficulty for teachers to compare the progress of two students
when one student's portfolio contains persuasive prose and
the other student's portfolio contains haiku. The products
themselves are not comparable. Generally, the more compa-
rable the products are. the less prone to error are the assess-
ments, (p. 269)
Third, the portfolio should include an adequate number
of writing samples to provide both teachers and students
with adequate information for decision making. Although
no number of satnples to be included in a writing portfolio
is universally accepted, it is better to err on the side of more
rather than less (Salvia & Yseeldyke, 2004; Weigle. 2002).
Fourth, unless the goal of the writing portfolio is purely to
document summative achievement, it is recommended that
the portfolio include writing satnples produced at various
points in time; this provides documentation of a student's
developmental growth as a writer (Salvia &Ysseldyke,
2004; Walther-Thomas & Brownell, 2001; Weigle, 2002).
Finally, students should assume an active role in selecting
and organizing the writing samples in their personal portfo-
lio (Gearhart, 2009; Salend, 1998; Walther-Thomas &
Brownell, 2001 ). Family members can also be involved with
selecting portfolio contents or with creating items that relate
to the use of writing within the family and community (see,
e.g., Paratore et al., 1999).
Guideline 5: Record the significance of items included in
students' writing portfolios. Each writing sample that is
included in a student's portfolio should be accompanied by
supplemental documentation (Salend. 1998). The purpose of
this supplemental documentation is twofold: (1) to provide
information about the context for the writing satnple (e.g.,
date; description or purpose of the task; writing prœesses
and resources used; nature and level of support provided by
others such as teachers, peers, fatnily metnbers, etc.) and (2)
to promote reflection regarding the significance of each
piece vis-à-vis the original goals and purpose of the portfo-
lio. Many students, and particularly those who struggle with
writing, benefit significantly when teachers guide and sup-
port the process of self-reflection and evaluation that is
involved in creating the supplemental docutnentation
(Gearhart, 2009). For example, a student could be asked to
respond in writing to a series of prompts that correspond
with the necessary intbrmation related to both the context
and the significance of the piece (e.g.. What writing portfo-
lio goal(s) is this piece related to? How does it show
progress towards the goal(s)? What writing processes and
strategies did you use while creating this piece and why?
What did you learn from creating this piece that you will
apply to your next composition?). Similar questions could
also be used to structure a conversation between the teacher
and a student (see Salend, 1998, for additional exatnples of
prompts and summary statements).
In addition to the supplemental documentation that
accompanies each writing sample, a student's writing port-
folio can include other supplemental materials. For exam-
ple, a student might create and include a narrative docu-
trtcntary of the myriad ways writing is used in his or her
home and community. Similarly, the student could create
and include an autobiography of him- or herself as a writet\
Suppletnental tnatcrials can also include feedback and
reflections from teachers, peers, and family members (e.g.,
Paratore et al.. 1999). Importantly, the suppletnental tnateri-
als in a portfolio should not be viewed as ends within thctn-
selves but rather as rich material that catalyzes collaborative
discussions among the teacher, student, and family tncmbets
and informs subsequent goals and plans (Salend, 1998; Ticr-
ney etal.. 1998).
Guideline 6: Review and evaluate writing portfolios period-
ically. Periodically, a student's writing portfolio should be
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reviewed and evaluated by the teacher as well as the student
and family members (Salend, 1998; Salvia & Ysseldyke,
2004). This process is important because it promotes self-
rellection among students and provides the teacher with
information about the quality of a student's written work.
Unfortunately, many of the same characteristics that educa-
tors describe as being the advantages of portfolio assess-
ment (e.g., flexibility, diversity, collaborative decisions
about contents) inherently compromise the reliability and
validity of scoring portfolios (for a detailed critique, see,
e.g.. Salvia & Ysseldyke, 2004). To mediate these limita-
tions, Gearhart (2009) suggested that evaluative criteria for
writing portfolios should be (1) appropriate for the purpose
of the assessment, (2) designed to measure students'
progress toward important and developmentally appropriate
learning goals, (3) meaningful to a range of stakeholders, (4)
clear, and (5) fair (p. 206). Moreover, it is essential that the
criteria are clearly specified and directly aligned with the
purpose of the writing portfolio (Salvia & Ysseldyke, 2004;
Weigle, 2002).
One common and practical way to organize the criteria
for a writing portfolio is with a rubric (Gearhart, 2009;
Salvia & Ysseldyke, 2(X)4). Such rubrics should be simple
and contain genre-specific criteria that provide students with
guidance and feedback (for examples of rubrics, see
Boerum, 2002; Salend, 1998; & Weigle, 2002). Many schol-
ars and practitioners also emphasize the importance of hav-
ing students assume a meaningful role in developing rubrics,
because it increases their sense of ownership in the process
and their understanding of how they will be evaluated
(Gearhart, 2009; Tierney et al., 1998; Walther-Thomas &
Brownell, 2001). Moreover, students should be actively
involved in the evaluation process and provided with oppor-
tunities to share and discuss their work with others (e.g.,
peers, teachers, family members) (Paratore et al., 1999; Sal-
end. 1998; Tierney et al., 1998; Walther-Thomas &
Brownell, 2001).
Curriculum Based Measurement
CBM is a simple and efficient assessment procedure that
involves administering multiple probes to quantify student
progress towards long-range instructional goals (Deno,
2003; McMaster & Espin, 2007). CBM is particulariy rele-
vant and appropriate for use with students who experience
learning difficulties, because it is focused on individual stu-
dents, is highly sensitive to small increments of progress,
and promotes ongoing evaluation and modification of
instruction (Espin, Weissenburger, & Benson, 2(X)4). CBM
is considered a General Outcome Measure, meaning that it
assesses a student's overall skills within the targeted acade-
mic domain rather than specific performance on a daily or
weekly lesson or unit (Shinn & Shinn, 2002). As Shinn and
Shinn explained, CBM measures "are designed to serve as
'signs' of general achievement. They don't measure every-
thing, but measure important things" (p. 9). A program of
research spanning more than 30 years has demonstrated
CBM's capacity to provide reliable and valid indicators of
performance in multiple academic areas, including spelling
(e.g., Deno et al., 1982; Fuchs, Fuchs, Hamlett, Walz, &
Germann, 1993; Ritchey, 2008; Ritchey, Coker, & McCraw,
2010; Vaughn, Schumm, & Gordon, 1993).
CBM has been developed for both writing (W-CBM) and
spelling (S-CBM). Both work well for screening and
progress monitoring purposes. If a teacher is interested in
assessing both spelling and overall writing proficiency, S-
CBM can be used concurrently with W-CBM.
Writing CBM. A large body of research documents that W-
CBM provides teachers with reliable and valid indicators of
a student's overall writing proficiency (for detailed reviews
of W-CBM research see, e.g., Benson & Campbell, 2009;
Espin et al., 2004; Jewell & Malecki, 2(X)5; McMaster &
Campbell, 2008; McMaster & Espin, 2(X)7; Powell-Smith &
Shinn, 2004; Weissenburger & Espin, 2005). W-CBM is val-
idated as being appropriate for students in first through 12th
grade (Fuchs & Fuchs, n.d.; for an example of recent W-
CBM research with kindergarteners, see Coker & Ritchey,
2010).
Selecting W-CBM measures. The first step in implement-
ing W-CBM is to decide what type of writing measure will
be used throughout the year (Fuchs & Fuchs, n.d.). Factors
influencing this decision include the characteristics of the
student, the goals for assessment (e.g., screening and/or
progress monitoring; within and/or across grade levels), and
contextual considerations (e.g., frequency of administra-
tion). Research with W-CBM has included and explored the
use of varying types of writing measures with different pop-
ulations of students, including narrative, expository, letter,
picture-word, picture-theme, and photo prompts; word and
sentence copying; and sentence writing (e.g., Coker &
Ritchey, 2010; McMaster & Campbell, 2008; McMaster,
Du, & Petursdottir, 2009; McMaster & Espin, 2007). Narra-
tive prompts (also called story starters) that consist of a sim-
ple sentence that ends midsentence are used most commonly
and have been validated with students across grade levels
(Benson & Campbell, 2009; Espin, De La Paz, Scicrka, &
Roelofs, 2005; Espin et al., 2004; Fuchs & Fuchs, n.d.; Jew-
ell & Malecki, 2003; McMaster & Campbell, 2008; Powell-
Smith & Shinn, 2004).
Effective narrative prompts tap age-appropriate back-
ground knowledge of the students to whom they will bo
administered and are representative of a wide range of school
experiences, such that they are relevant for students trom
diverse cultural, socioeconomic, geographic, and linguistic
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backgrounds (Fuchs & Fuchs, n.d.). Examples of validated
recommended narrative prompts include: "I found a note
under my pillow that said ..." "I saw huge footprints in the
sand and decided to follow them ..."(see Espin, Wallace,
Lembke, Campbell, & Ticha, 2005 and Fuchs & Fuchs, n.d.,
for others). Two additional resources for prompts are
www.progressmonitoring.org/probes/earlywriting.html and
www.aimsweb.com/measures-2/written-expression-cbm.
W-CBM administration procedures. The general
administration procedures for W-CBM consist of present-
ing students with the prompt, giving them 30 seconds to
think about what they will write, and then having them
write for a specified amount of time (Benson & Campbell,
2009; Fuchs & Fuchs, n.d.). Based on existing research, it
is recommended that primary-aged students write for 5
minutes (e.g., McMaster et al., 2009). elementary-aged
students write for 3 or 5 minutes (e.g., Gansle et al., 2006;
Espin et al., 2004; McMaster & Campbell, 2008), and
middle- and high-school aged students write for 7 minutes
(e.g., Espin et al., 2008; Weissenburger & Espin, 2005). It
is important that the same standardized administration
procedures (including the amount of time given for writ-
ing) be used consistently throughout the school year.
Research Institute on Progress Monitoring (2009a) and
Powell-Smith and Shinn (2004) both provided examples
of standardized administration procedures (i.e., directions
and materials).
W-CBM scoring. Once a student completes a W-CBM
writing measure, use standardized and validated procedures
to score the text (Benson & Campbell, 2009; Fuchs & Fuchs,
n.d.). There are four primary W-CBM scoring options:
1. Words Written (WW)—the total number of words
written. When detennining WW. all spelling, usage,
capitalization, and punctuation errors are ignored.
2. Words Spelled Correctly (WSC)—the total number
of English words spelled correctly. WSC does not
typically require correct usage within the context of
the sentence (e.g., / went to there house for dinner.),
although context has been considered for some
research (e.g., McMaster et al., 2009).
3. Correct Word Sequences (CWS)—the total number
of adjacent, correctly spelled words that are syntacti-
cally and semantically correct within the context of
the sample. When .scoring for CWS, a vertical line is
first placed where a sentence should end and then all
incorrect words are underlined. Correct word
sequences are marked by putting an upward-facing
(blue) carat above the two words. Incorrect word
sequences are marked by putting a downward-facing
(red) carat below the two words. Carats ate also
placed at the beginning of each sentence to score for
correct or incorrect capitalization and at the end of
each sentence to score for correct or incorrect punc-
tuation. The final count of upward facing (blue)
carats is CWS.
4. Correct Minus Incorrect Word Sequences (CIWS)—
the number of incorrect word sequences (final count
of downward facing [red] carets), subtracted from
the number of CWS.
Figures 2 and 3 provide examples of the four scoring tneth-
ods using writing samples produced by two students—one
in fourth grade and the other in 11th grade. Readers inter-
ested in learning more about scoring W-CBM arc encour-
aged to see Espin, Wallace, et al. (2005), Fuchs and Fuchs
(n.d.), Powell-Smith and Shinn (2(X)4), and Research Insti-
tute on Progress Monitoring (20()9b); each resource pro-
vides a detailed description of the scoring methods, scoring
rules, and multiple examples.
It is important that the same W-CBM scoring method or
combination of tnethods be u.sed consistently through the
entire school year (Fuchs & Fuchs, n.d.). To date, research
designed to explore the technical adequacy of W-CBM scor-
ing methods suggests that, in general, WW and WSC can
provide a basic measure of writing fluency for primary and
elementary students, but that more cotnplex scoring proce-
dures, such as CWS and CIWS, produce stronger reliability
and validity coefficients (for detailed discussions about the
technical adequacy of W-CBM scoring tnethods see, e.g.,
Espin et al., 2008; Jewel & Malecki, 2CK}5; McMaster &
Campbell, 2008; McMaster et al., 2009; McMaster & Espin,
2007; Weissenburger & Espin, 2005). Fuchs and Fuchs
(n.d.) recommended CWS be used for students in grades
1 ^ and CIWS be used for students in grades 5-12.
Spelling CBM. Fuchs and Fuchs (n.d.) indicated that S-
CBM is an appropriate and validated assessment strategy for
students in first through sixth grade. Shinn and Shinn (2002)
extended that range to also include students in seventh and
eighth grade. S-CBM provides reliable and valid informa-
tion about a student's overall spelling proficiency.
Creating and administering S-CBM measures. With S-
CBM, students attempt to correctly spell a selected set of
grade-level words that are dictated to them by the teacher,
using a carefully timed, brisk pace (Fuchs & Fuchs, n.d.;
Hosp, Hosp. & Howell, 2007; Shinn & Shinn, 2(K:)2). In con-
trast with the ubiquitous "Friday Spelling Tests" that incluilc
only words taught during a particular week, S-CBM probes
consist of a random sample of all the words taught at a par-
ticular grade level over the course of an entire year. Conse-
quently, with every S-CBM probe, students are asses.sed on
a combination of words they have, and have not yet,
encountered as part of instruction (Shinn & Shinn, 2002).
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My best friend suddenly screamed and.. .
Note: Using the four primary W-CBM scoring options, the scores for this probe would be: Words Written (WW) = 24; Words
Spelled Correctly (WSC) = 18; Correct Word Sequences (CWS) = 12; Correct Minus Incorrect Word Sequences (CIWS) = -
2. The explanation for each Incorrect Word Sequence (IWS) is as follows: ( I ) incorrect spelling (should), (2) incorrect spelling
(scared)—also missing end punctuation; (3) inappropriate way to begin a sentence (.w)—also not capitalized; (4) not capital-
ized (/); (5) incorrect spelling (broughty, (6) incorrect spelling (psychologist); (7) incorrect spelling (about)—also omitted text
(e.g., would know); (8) incorrect spelling (happened).
FIGURE 2.
Writing Curriculum-Based Measurement (W-CBM) Probe Produced by a Fourth-Grade Student.
The first step in implementing S-CBM, therefore, is to
acquire a set of equivalent but different word lists that will
be given as probes over the course of the entire school year
(Fuchs & Fuchs, n.d.; Hosp et al., 2(X)7). Teachers can cre-
ate S-CBM probes by randomly selecting words from a
tnaster list of graded words, such as those found in a pub-
lished spelling curriculum or any other reputable source
(e.g., the Dolch word list for the appropriate grade level).
Teachers who are interested in creating S-CBM probes are
strongly encouraged to see Fuchs and Fuchs (n.d.) and Hosp
et al. (2007) for detailed information and guidelines related
to developing appropriate and effective word lists. An alter-
nate way to obtain S-CBM word lists is to purchase them
(see, e.g., Edformation 's Standard Spelling Assessment Lists
as described in Shinn & Shinn. 2(X)2).
S-CBM probes are administered using standardized pro-
cedures and directions (Fuchs & Fuchs, n.d.; Hosp et al.,
2007: Shinn & Shinn. 2002). Admini.stration can be done
individually or with a group of students. Fuchs and Fuchs
recommended that each S-CBM probe include 12 words and
be administered in the following manner (for an example of
slightly different administration procedures, see Shinn &
Shinn. 2002). First, the teacher gives each student a piece of
lined paper that is numbered from 1-12 and provides a
space for students to write each of the 12 words that they
will attempt to spell correctly. Next, the teacher says the first
spelling word ("Number 1—horse"), uses it in a sentence
("The horse is brown."), and repeats the word ("Horse.").
After the word is presented, students are given 10 seconds to
spell the word. After allowing for 10 seconds of respon.se
time—even if students are not finished spelling the word—
the teacher presents the next spelling word in the same man-
ner as the first ("Number 2—carefully. She carefully put the
dish on the shelf Carefully."). The teacher repeats this
process until all 12 words have been presented and students
have been provided with 10 seconds of response time for
each.
Scoring S-CBM. S-CBM is scored using a standardized
and validated procedure that involves counting the total
number of correct letter sequences (CLS) within each word
(Fuchs & Fuchs, n.d.; Hosp et al., 2007; Shinn & Shinn,
2002). A CLS is a pair of letters that are placed together cor-
rectly. Each CLS is marked using an upward-facing carat. If
the first letter of the word is correct, an upward-facing carat
is placed at the beginning of the word. If the last letter of the
word is correct, an upward-facing carat is placed at tlie end
of the word. A student's CLS score is calculated by sum-
ming the carats. The maximum CLS score for any word is
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One day my friend and I went to the zoo....
Note: Using the four primary W-CBM scoring options, the scores for this probe would be: Words Written (WW) = 123; Words
Spelled Correctly (WSC) = 122; Correct Word Sequences (CWS) = 126; Correct Minus Incorrect Word Sequences (CIWS) =
121. The explanation for each Incorrect Word Sequence (IWS) is as follows: ( 1 ) incorrect spelling (entrance), (2) missing end
punctuation; (3) not capitalized (They).
FIGURE 3.
Writing Curriculum-Based Measurement (W-CBM) Probe Produced by an Iith-Grade Student.
always the total number of letters in the word plus 1. Here is
an illustration of CLS scoring using the word "HORSE":
• Spelled correctly, there are 6 eorrect letter sequences;
• Spelled this way. there are 4 correct letter sequences:
Aj-i'^ O'^ R'^ S
• Spelled this way, there is I correet letter sequence: '^ H
R Z
Figure 4 provides an example of CLS scoring using a S-CBM
probe produced by a fourth-grade student named Jon Mark.
'^''^^ ^L^' '^ ^"• '^^ ' ^I^" '"^ o*" ^^^ "'mplete word is not
requjred to earn points; partial credit is given for correctly
P'^ced pairs of letters (Shinn & Shinn, 2002). Consequently,
the developmental progression of spelling is captured and
closer approximations of correct spellings are represented in
a student's score. As Hosp et al. (2(X)7) explained, this is
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Note: A correct letter sequence (CLS) is a pair of letters that
are placed together correctly; each is marked with an
tipwartl-facing carat.
FIGURE 4.
Spelling Curriculum-Based
Measurement (S-CBM) Probe Produced by
a Fourth-Grade Student Named Jon Mark.
advantageous because it "gives the teacher, student, and par-
ent a better idea of how close the student is to learning
spelling patterns and getting the correct answer" (p. 77).
Rescoring Jon Mark's S-CBM probe (shown in Figure 4)
dichotomously for words that are correct or incorrect pro-
vides an illustration. Jon Mark spelled 3 out of 10 words
cotnpletely correct (i.e., danger, wind, and front), which
results in a score of 30%. Alternately, he had 49 out of 78
letter scc|uenccs correct, which results in a score of 63%.
The latter scoring method using CLS more accurately cap-
tures his spelling attempts for the seven words that he did
tiot spell entitcly correct.
Although CLS scoring requires a bit more time and effort
tlutn scoring a word sitnply as cottect or incorrect, the bene-
fits of using CLS are well documented: It is a better indica-
tor of a student's overall spelling proficiency, it is more sen-
sitive to small changes in growth, and it is able to provide
diagnostic feedback (e.g., Fuchs et al., 1993; Ritchey et al.,
2010; Shinn & Shinn, 2002). Readers interested in learning
more about CLS scoring procedures and guidelines are
encouraged to see Fuchs and Fuchs (n.d.), Hosp et al.
(2007), and Shinn and Shinn (2002).
To complement the quantitative method of scoring S-
CBM probes for CLS, many teachers find it beneficial to
also analyze a student's responses qualitatively to look for
patterns of mastery and errors (Fuchs & Fuchs, n.d.). This
can be accomplished by applying the same frameworks and
procedures described previously (e.g., those developed by
Apel & Masterson, 2001; Bear et al., 2008; Berninger &
Amtmann, 2003) to examine a student's S-CBM spelling
samples. Another option is to use the qualitative error analy-
sis framework found in Fuchs and Fuchs (n.d.). This model
provides teachers with guiding questions related to five
salient areas (p. 39):
1. Simple consonants and vowels (e.g.. Does the stu-
dent consistently identity consonants at the begin-
ning and end of words?)
2. Pairs of consonants (e.g.. Does the student recognize
and write both the sounded consonants in words like
"fast" and "hold"?)
3. Silent letters (e.g.. Does the student write silent let-
ters correctly, in such words as "know" and "climb"?)
4. Long vowels (e.g.. Does the student correctly write
long vowel sounds in a variety of ways such as
words with a final e [such as "late"]?)
5. Multisyllabic words, including words with suffixes
(e.g.. Does the student include a vowel in each sylla-
ble of multisyllabic words?)
Given the limited nutnber of words on each S-CBM
probe, it is often beneficial to detect and analyze patterns
using the data from multiple probes. Teachers find qualita-
tive analysis particularly beneficial for identifying a stu-
dent's specific strengths and weaknesses and using those
patterns to plan and modify instruction.
Charting and graphing W-CBM and S-CBM. The final
step for using W-CBM and S-CBM is to graph a student's
seore. Fuchs and Fuchs (n.d.) emphasized that graphing is a
vital aspect of CBM because "the graphs give teachers a
sttaightforward way of reviewing a student's progress, mon-
itoring the appropriateness of the student's goals, judging
the adequacy of the student's progress, and cotnparing and
contrasting successful and unsuccessful instructional
aspects of the student's program" (p. 22).
For both writing and spelling, it is recotnmended that
three baseline probes be administered and ptogtess be mon-
itored weekly or monthly (Benson & Catnpbell. 2009; Hosp
et al., 2007). Four excellent resources to learn more about
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graphing scores, setting ambitious goals, and using decision
rules to revise instruction and goals include Benson and
Campbell (2009), Fuchs and Ftichs (n.d.), Hosp et al.
(2007), and www.iris.peabody.vanderbilt.edu/resources.html.
Norm-Referenced Tests
Norm-referenced tests allow educators to compare a stu-
dent's level of writing proficiency to a normative sample
(Berninger & Amtmann, 2003; Masterson & Apel, 2000).
Consequently, this type of assessment is appropriate to help
answer questions such as "Is the student's present level of
writing achievement within the expected range for his or her
current age and/or grade-level?" "How does the student's
writing proficiency compare with his or her achievement in
other academic areas (e.g., reading, math)?" and "How do
the student's various writing skills compare with each other
(e.g., spelling, grammar)?". Within that context, norm-refer-
enced tests have been an integral—and often mandated—
part of the special education eligibility and placement deci-
sion-making process (Salvia & Ysseldyke, 2004).
In this section, we first offer a brief description of three
norm-referenced tests that educators frequently u.se to assess
a student's writing skills: The Woodcock-Johnson Tests of
Achievement-Third Edition (WJ-III; Woodcock, McGrew,
& Mather, 2001), the Wechsler Individual Achievement Test-
Third Edition (WIAT-III; The Psychological Corporation,
2009), and the Test of Written Language-Eourth Edition
(TOWL-4; Hammill & Larsen, 2009) (for detailed reviews,
see, e.g.. Salvia & Ysseldyke, 2(X)4). We then highlight three
important points educators should consider when selecting
and interpreting the results from norm-referenced tests.
Three commonly used norm-referenced tests. The WJ-III
is a comprehensive, norm-referenced test that is designed to
measure a student's levels of achievement in multiple acad-
emic domains, such as reading, math, and written language.
The WJ-III includes two parallel forms (A and B), each of
which is divided into two batteries—Standard and Ex-
tended. The updated normative sample for the WJ-III
included individuals between the ages of 1 and 80-i-, which
makes the test appropriate for all ages. As shown in Table 1,
the WJ-III includes six subtests that target written language:
Spelling, Writing Fltiency, Writing Samples, Editing,
Sounds of Spelling, and Punctuation and Capitalization. A
student's scores from these subtests can be combined into
three written language cluster scores: Broad Written Lan-
guage (includes Spelling, Writing Fluency, and Writing
Samples subtests), Basic Writing Skills (includes Spelling
and Editing subtests). and Written Expression (includes
Writing Fltiency and Writing Samples subtests). The WJ-III
also includes a Handwriting Legibility Scale that can be
used to analyze a student's handwriting samples produced in
conjunction with the Writing Samples subtest or any other
written product.
Like the WJ-III, the WIAT-III is a comprehensive norm-
referenced test that can be used to measure achievement in
multiple academic domains. It does not, however, have mul-
tiple batteries or include parallel forms. The WIAT-III is
appropriate for individuals between the ages of 4 and 50 and
includes four subtests related to written language: Spelling,
Alphabet Writing Fluency, Sentence Composition, and
Essay Composition (see Table I ). Three of these subtests are
administered only to students in certain grade levels: Alpha-
bet Writing Fluency (for grades PK-3), Sentence Composi-
tion (for grades 1-12-)-), and Essay Composition (for grades
3-12-1-). A student's scores from the writing-related subtests
on the WIAT-III can be combined into one composite score
for 'Written Language.'
The TOWL-4 is a norm-referenced test that was designed
specifically for the purpose of assessing multiple aspects of
written language. It includes two parallel forms (A and B)
and is appropriate for students who are 9.0 to 17.11 years
old. A companion test to the TOWL-4, the Test of Early
Written Language-Second Edition (Hresko, Herron, &
Peak, 1996), is designed to be used with younger students.
The TOWL-4 includes seven subtests: Vocabulary, Spelling,
Punctuation, Logical Sentences, Sentence Combining, Con-
textual Conventions, and Story Composition (.see Table I ).
Scores from these subtests can be combined into three com-
posite scores: Contrived Writing (includes Vocabulary,
Sp)elling, Punctuation, Logical Sentences, and Sentence Com-
bining), Spontaneous Writing (includes Contextual Conven-
tions and Story Composition), and Overall Writing (includes
all 7 subtests).
Important points for consideration. Many educators per-
ceive norm-referenced tests to be advantageous, because the
relatively short subtests and standardized procedures help
simplify the otherwise complex and challenging process of
assessing a student's writing skills (Penner-Williams, Smith,
& Gartin, 2009). Another frequently cited benefit of norm-
referenced tests is their technical adequacy. Although norm-
referenced tests such as the WJ-III, WIAT-III, and TOWL-4
are used quite often to assess writing, research and our expe-
rience suggests that educators may not have a robust imder-
standing of what information is—and is not—provided from
the results. Therefore, we next offer a brief summary of
three important considerations related to selecting and inter-
preting norm-referenced tests.
Are all levels of language and relevant skills assessed?
First, it is important for educators to consider whether a
norm-referenced test has adequate breadth and depth to pro-
vide comprehensive information about a student's writing
skills. One question that can help guide this inquiry is: Does
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TABLE 1
Summary of Writing-Related Subtests on Three Commonly-Used Norm-Referenced Tests
Test Name Subtest Descriptions
Wechsler Individual
Achievement Test-
3rd Edition (WIAT-III)
Spelling: The student attempts to correotly write/spell dictated letters, letter blends, and
words. The student's responses are soored for acouraoy.
Alphabet Writing Fluency (administered to students in grades PK-3): The student writes
down as many letters of the alphabet as he or she can within a 30 seoond time limit.
The student's responses are soored for number of correotly written letters.
Sentence Composition (adnninistered to students in grades 1-12+):
The student (1) combines 2 or more separate sentences and writes one sentence that
means the same thing {Sentence Combining) and (2) writes sentences that use a target
word in an appropriate context {Sentence Building). The student's sentences are scored for
syntax, semantics, and (for Sentence Combining) joining the original text.
* + Essay Composition (administered to students in grades 3-12+): The student is given
10 minutes to write an essay about his or her favorite game. The student's essay is soored
for (1) total number of words written, (2) theme development and text organization
(i.e., quality of the introduction, conclusion, paragraphs, transitions, persuasive reasons,
and elaborations), and (3) grammar and mechanics using the CIWS scoring method
(a description of CIWS can be found in the section devoted to W-CBM).
Woodoook-Johnson
Tests of Achievement-
3rd Edition (WJ-III)
Spelling: The student attempts to reproduce prewriting marks (e.g., lines, scribbles) and to
correctly write/spell dictated letters and words. The student's responses are scored for
accuracy.
Writing Fluency: The student writes as many sentences that include three target words
and relate to a stimulus picture stimulus as he or she can within a 7-minute time limit.
The student's sentences are scored for appropriate syntactic use of the targeted words.
Writing Samples: The student writes sentences in response to pictures, topic prompts,
and incomplete paragraphs. Some require the use of specialized vocabulary. The student's
sentences are scored for quality of expression.
Editing: The student verbally identifies and attempts to correct errors in capitalization,
punctuation, and grammar that are featured in written sentences and paragraphs.
The student's responses are soored for accuraoy.
Sounds of Spelling: The student listens to audio-taped nonsense sounds and words and
writes how the word would likely be spelled if it were a real English word. The student's
spellings are scored for accuracy.
Punctuation and Capitalization: The student is asked to print specified upper and lower
case letters, make designated punctuation marks, and apply punctuation and capitalization
rules to sentences and phrases. The responses are scored for accuracy.
{c(miiiuicd)
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TABLE 1. (continued)
Test Name Subtest Descriptions
Test of Written Language-
4th Edition (TOWL-4)
Vocabulary: The student writes a sentence that appropriately incorporates a targeted word.
The sentences are scored for correct word usage (i.e., parts of speech and meaning).
Spelling: The student writes sentences from dictation. The sentences are scored for spelling
accuracy.
Punctuation: The student writes sentences from dictation (same as those used for Spelling).
The sentences are scored for proper use of punctuation and capitalization.
Logical Sentences: The student revises illogical sentences so that they make sense.
The sentences are scored for meaning and grammatical correctness.
Sentence Combining: The student combines 2 or more separate sentences into one
sentence that means the same thing and is grammatically correct. The sentences are scored
for meaning, cohesion and fluency, and grammatical correctness.
* + Contextual Conventions: The student writes a story in response to a stimulus picture.
He or she has 5 minutes to plan the composition and 15 minutes to write. The student's
story is scored for proper use of orthographic and grammatical conventions (e.g., spelling,
punctuation, sentence construction, noun-verb agreement).
* + Story Composition: The story written for the Contextual Conventions subtest is rescored
for holistic quality (e.g., plot, prose, character development, interest to readers, vocabulary).
Note. ' subtest uses a spontaneous writing format; + subtest targets text-level of language.
the test assess all three levels of language? As emphasized
previously, each level of language plays an important role in
a student's overall writing proficiency; thus, they should all
be targeted for assessment.
Most norm-referenced tests include items that are related
to the first two levels of language. As shown in Table 1, this
is the case for the WJ-III, WIAT-III, and TOWL-4. Unfortu-
nately, there is less consistency with regard to the third level
of language; some norm-referenced tests assess text-level
skills, whereas others do not. For example, the WIAT-III
Essay Composition subtest provides educators with infor-
mation about a student's text-level skills, as does the
TOWL-4 Story Composition subtest. The WJ-III. in con-
trast, does not include a text-level measure; students are
never required to put sentences together to form paragraphs
or to write multi-paragraph connected text.
In addition to being cognizant of what levels of language
are assessed by a norm-referenced test, it is important for
educators to consider whether all the skills that comprise
each level are targeted. Here again, educators will find
inconsistencies; some norm-referenced tests provide an
assessment of all the relevant skills within a particular
level of language, but others do not. For example, hand-
writing is an important skill related to the first level of lan-
guage. However, neither the WIAT-III nor the TOWL-4
assesses a student's handwriting legibility. The WJ-lIl pro-
vides a Handwriting Legibility scale in the Examiner's
Manual, but it is not formatted as a distinct subtest, it is not
included in any of the written language composite scores,
and it does not yield derived scores (e.g., standard score,
percentile, age-/grade-equivalency). Vocabulary is another
critical skill. However, only the TOWL-4 provides an edu-
cator with specific information regarding a student's
vocabulary skills. In both the WIAT-III and the WJ-III,
vocabulary is conflated with other writing skills (e.g.. flu-
ency, syntax, overall quality).
Are both contrived and spontaneous writing formats
used? A second important point for consideration relates to
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whether a norm-referenced test utilizes both contrived and
spontaneous writing formats to gather information about a
student's writing skills. Contrived formats are used to eval-
uate discrete components of written language (e.g., spelling,
punctuation, grammar) in isolation. A student might, for
example, read a printed sentence and insert the correct punc-
tuation marks. Alternately, the student might spell a series of
dictated words. Contrived formats are beneficial for gather-
ing information about a student's strengths and weaknesses
as they pertain to specific components of writing. They do
not, however, measure a student's ability to apply the tar-
geted skill or skills within the context of authentic writing
tasks. That information can only be obtained through the use
of spontaneous writing formats. Spontaneous writing tasks
require students to integrate and apply the multiple compo-
nents of writing to efficiently and effectively produce an
actual written product. For example, a student might write a
persuasive essay in response to a prompt. The composition
would then be evaluated for overall quality and. in some
cases, also for specific written language components (e.g.,
use of vocabulary, transitions, spelling).
Given the different, yet complimentary, purposes of con-
trived and spontaneous writing formats, comprehensive
as.sessment of writing necessitates the use of both methods
(Hammill & Larsen, 2009). Some, but not all. norm-refer-
enced tests meet this criterion. As shown in Table 1, the
WIAT-III and TOWL-4 gather data using both eontrived and
spontaneous writing formats. In contrast, all six subtests
included in the WJ-III are contrived; students are never
required to produce an authentic writing sample wherein
they integrate and apply specific writing skills.
Is the full ilotruiin .sampled? A third consideration
involves examining whether a norm-referenced test ade-
quately samples the dotnain for each written language eom-
ponent. In other words, does it provide enough text ques-
tions to comprehensively understand a student's strengths
and weaknesses vis-à-vis particular writing skills? Because
norm-referenced subtests include a litnited number of items,
the answer is invariably no. One illustration can be seen by
contrasting the number of sample spellings a student pro-
duces when assessed using a comprehensive word inventory
(such as SPELL-2, which was described previously) and a
Spelling subtest from a norm-referenced instrument. With
SPELL-2, a student is asked to spell between 122 and 224
words (depending on which Main Test Module is adminis-
tered): this large cotpus of words ensures the full range of
English orthographic patterns is represented. In contrast, the
T()WL-4 assessment requires a student to spell at most 26
wiirds and in many cases far fewer because of ceiling guide-
lines. To their credit, the authors of the TOWL-4 explicitly
highlight the fact that because norm-referenced tests restrict
the domain of what is assessed, the results are impotent for
the purpose of instructional planning and modification
(Hammill & Larson, 2009):
Although the TOWL-4 results may contribute to the selec-
tion of long term educational goals, they should not be used
as the basis for planning day to day instructional programs
for individual students. For example, an examiner might
suggest that a student who did poorly on the Spelling subtest
needed instruction in spelling (a long term goal). To write
an actual instructional plan, however, would require the
examiner know which words and spelling rules the student
needs to learn. The TOWL-4 subtest deals with relatively
few words, too few to warrant using the subtest items for
instructional planning. Interpreting the TOWL-4 results
could contribute to a comprehensive evaluation of a stu-
dent s problem in writing, along with other sources such as
clinical teaching, criterion-referenced testing, and infortnal
assessment procedures, (p. 54)
Another example of restricted domains ean be .seen by
examining the spontaneous writing tasks included in the
WlAT-IIl and the TOWL-4. With each test, students are
asked to write in only one genre; persuasive with the WIAT-
III and narrative with the TOWL-4. A student's authentic
writing skills in other genres are not assessed. This is itnpor-
tant to consider because research suggests that a student's
writing skills are not necessarily consistent across genres
(Olinghouse & Santangelo, in preparation; Schoonen,
2005).
In summary, norm-referenced tests, such as the WJ-III,
WIAT-III, and TOWL-4, can help educators understand how
a particular student's writing skills cotnpare with those of
the norm group. Therefore, as Masterson and Apel (2(XX))
explained, "clinicians or teachers who must have a standard
score for justification of placement in special education ser-
vices may benefit from administration and scoring of |norm-
referenced] tests or subtests" (p. 51). However, for other
assessment purposes, such as progress tnonitoring and
instructional planning and modification, other forms of
gathering infonnation are more appropriate and beneficial.
As a final note, we would like to tnake readers aware of
one norm-referenced test, the Process Assessment of the
Learner- Second Edition for Redding anil Writing (PAL-II
RW; Berninger. 2(K)7) that differs frotii those we high-
lighted. Although not yet widely used, the PAL-II RW is
comprehensive and specifically designed to be used as part
of a thtee-tier model of intervention atid assesstnent with
students in kindergarten through 6th grade (Peterson, Mar-
tinez, & Turner, 2010). The PAL-II tiieasures handwriting,
spelling, narrative cotnposition fluency, and expository
note taking and report writing. Readers interested in learn-
ing more about a norm-referenced instrutnent that can he
used for the purposes of .screening, eligibility, and instruc-
tional/intervention design are encouraged to consider the
PAL-II.
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CONCLUSION
A good assessment process requires a great amount of
thought and planning. So why assess? First and foremost,
teachers who assess thoughtfully and frequently are better at
setting instructional goals, which results in higher student
achievement. Assessments also are necessary to identify stu-
dents who need more support, including special education
services. Finally, assessment can have a direct infiuence on
students. Communication of assessment results helps stu-
dents understand and set short-term learning goals; clarify
the types of skills, processes, or knowledge to be learned;
and gain feedback about their progress.
Teachers can use a variety of writing assessment methods
and tools in the classroom. First, it is important to determine
the purpose of assessment, as this will drive the rest of the
assessment process. Teachers can assess one or more levels
of language depending on their assessment purpose, grade
or ability of students, or instructional focus. Generally, tnul-
tiple writing samples across a number of genres provide
more accurate information than using only one writing
sample.
To get started, teachers are encouraged to think about
their year-long writing goals for each student or group of
students. For teachers who are less tamiliar with writing
assessment, it is best to start with a small, manageable
assessment plan for instructional planning and tnodification
purposes. As a teacher becomes more familiar and confident
in assessing writing, he or she can then add more compo-
nents to the assessment plan, such as screening or progress
tnonitoring tools.
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